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Feature Article

Gifted individuals are those who show evidence of high 
achievement or capability in areas such as intellectual, cre-
ative, artistic, or leadership capacity and who need services 
and activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order 
to fully develop those abilities (National Association for 
Gifted children [NAGC], n.d.). Robust evidence shows that 
there are income- and race-based disparities in gifted identi-
fication nationwide in the United States (Peters et al., 2019). 
The current study examines how numerous demographic 
factors, school readiness skills at school entry, type of pre-
school attendance at age 4, and early school performance 
are related to later gifted identification in elementary school 
for a large, ethnically diverse sample of students from low-
income homes in an urban, majority–minority community. 
Understanding the role that such factors can play in even-
tual gifted identification for resilient students may help 
identify potential areas for intervention to increase early 
access to gifted programming for historically underrepre-
sented groups.

Subotnik et al. (2011) highlight the detrimental effects that 
result from education that does not challenge gifted learners, 
stating that if they do not get special services, they often fail 
to achieve at all, despite initial potential. As such, it is impor-
tant to identify gifted students as soon as possible in order to 
provide them with the necessary, appropriate instruction 
(Henfield et al., 2016). NAGC specifies the typical gifted 
identification process as having, first, a nomination phase, 
followed by a screening phase, and then a placement phase 

(NAGC, 2015, 2018), although the specifics of this process 
vary widely at the state and district level.

Nominations are commonly done by teachers; however, 
parent, administrator, and even self-nominations are some-
times options depending on the school district. Teacher nom-
ination is intrinsically complicated. Teachers can provide a 
more holistic perspective than testing alone; however, 
teacher reports are inherently subjective and can be based on 
implicit or explicit bias and general feelings and preferences, 
for good or for bad (Jackson, 2013; Pfeiffer et al., 2008). 
Screening nearly always includes standardized tests, IQ tests, 
and/or a review of student work (Pfeiffer et al., 2008). 
Though reliance on IQ scores for identification has been 
questioned for over 40 years (Coleman & Shah-Coltrane, 
2015) and remains questioned today (Hodges et al., 2018), 
this remains standard practice in gifted identification (Luria 
et al., 2016; Piske et al., 2016). Numerous researchers are 
concerned that access to gifted programs across the nation is 
not equal (Carman, 2013; Ecker-Lyster & Niileksela, 2017; 
Steenbergen-Hu & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2016; Wright et al., 
2017). There are several barriers to selection into gifted edu-
cation programs for members of certain underrepresented 
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groups based on socioeconomic status (SES), race/ethnicity, 
home language, and sometimes gender (Olszewski-Kubilius, 
2003; Peters et al., 2019).

Socioeconomic Status

Children in poverty are less likely to be identified for gifted 
and talented education (Card & Giuliano, 2016; Wright & 
Ford, 2017). The highest income group produces 47% of 
those identified as gifted, and the lowest income group pro-
duces 9% of the students identified as being gifted and tal-
ented (Hodgkinson, 2006). Grissom et al. (2019) used a 
nationally representative data set to show that SES differ-
ences persisted even controlling for academic achievement 
among those in the same schools. Multiple ideas have been 
provided for why poverty has a strong impact on gifted and 
talented student identification including (a) limited access to 
resources to build foundational skills, (b) victim-blaming or 
identifying a culture of poverty in which poor students and 
families are seen as at fault for their poverty and lack of 
achievement, (c) overrepresentation of poor children in spe-
cial education caused by higher rates of disability and poorer 
health care, and (d) the social and cultural context of the 
child and school (Burney & Beilke, 2008).

Limited access to resources can be more broadly concep-
tualized as differences in one’s opportunity to learn based on 
SES. This opportunity gap refers to differences in resources 
such as housing, neighborhood safety, human capital, and 
in- and out-of-school enrichment experiences that often 
result in achievement differences (Carter & Welner, 2013). 
Poverty affects student’s health, stress levels, access to high-
quality schools and teachers, options for academic enrich-
ment beyond the school setting and access to mentors with 
institutional knowledge (Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 
2017). These differences in opportunity may explain a large 
portion of the differences seen in standardized test scores 
along income and racial/ethnic lines (Peters & Engerrand, 
2016; Plucker & Peters, 2018). When students face teacher 
bias (Nicholson-Crotty et al., 2016), decreased access to 
educational activities (Reardon & Portilla, 2016), and over-
all differential access to social and physical resources 
(Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2017), very high academic 
achievement becomes harder to obtain.

Race/Ethnicity

In a perfectly equitable world, if race/ethnicity were not 
strongly confounded historically and currently with poverty 
and opportunity in the United States and if there were no 
neighborhood/school segregation, and no systemic racism, 
the proportion of gifted student representation would theo-
retically match population profiles (Goings & Ford, 2017).1 
Overall, 9% of children are identified as gifted nationwide in 
schools (Snyder & Dillow, 2012). Statistics from the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) show that Black 

children account for 17% of the overall population of school 
children, but only 3.6% of students identified as gifted. 
Although 54.1% and 5.1% of the general population of stu-
dents are White and Asian, respectively, the gifted popula-
tion is 67.7% White and 9.4% Asian. Similarly, Latinx 
children are also underrepresented in gifted education pro-
grams (Vega & Moore, 2016). Although the number of stu-
dents identified as Latinx in pre-K through 12th grade is 24% 
of the population, only 4.2% were identified as gifted in 
2006 nationwide (NCES, 2010). These statistics suggest that 
there are numerous factors that impact the presence of Black 
and Latinx children in gifted programs. Importantly, many 
studies still demonstrate differences in gifted identification 
along racial lines, even after controlling for income (Burney 
& Beilke, 2008; McBee, 2006). This raises the question of 
how racial bias might contribute both to differences in oppor-
tunities to learn and to students of color being underrepre-
sented in gifted educational programs.

Some of the identification disparity may be due to biases 
in the recommendation process. Relying on teacher referral 
for gifted screening typically results in underidentifying 
gifted students of color (McBee et al., 2016; Pfeiffer et al., 
2008). In contrast, Card and Giuliano (2016) found that the 
use of universal screening rather than screening based on 
teacher recommendation leads to a 45% increase in the odds 
of being identified as gifted. Teachers can be influenced by 
racial stereotypes and biases that hinder the student–teacher 
relationship and lead to lower expectations for minority stu-
dents (Ferguson 2003; Meissel et al., 2017; Shaunessy et al., 
2007; Taylor et al., 2001; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Even 
when holding demographic factors including income, 
schools, and classrooms constant, Black students were 
roughly three times less likely to be referred to gifted pro-
grams by non-Black teachers than by Black teachers 
(Grissom & Redding, 2016). The current study examines 
within a largely Latinx and Black sample (and community) 
from predominantly low-income backgrounds a variety of 
different variables associated with gifted identification and 
also explores how ethnicity interacts with other factors to 
influence identification.

Gender

Gender has historically been an issue in the identification of 
gifted students. Though many states now show equal represen-
tation of males and females in gifted and talented education 
programs nationally (NCES, 2010), there is evidence of con-
tinued disparities in specific instances. For example, teacher 
recommendation may still be biased. Bianco et al. (2011) 
showed that teachers are less likely to refer fictional female 
students for gifted educational programs than their fictional 
male counterparts with the same descriptions (d = 0.81). 
Correspondingly, in a meta-analysis, Petersen (2013) showed 
that although gender differences in gifted identification were 
generally small (average odds ratio [OR] of 1.19 or 19% in 
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favor of males), they were most common when standardized 
IQ or achievement tests were used for identification (OR = 
1.24 or 24% in favor of males). Furthermore, some studies still 
show differences based on gender in regard to subject specific 
areas of education—such as math where boys outperform girls 
across elementary and middle school with effect sizes ranging 
from 0.22 to 0.30 (Robinson & Lubienski, 2011). Though 
effect sizes for gender may seem small, they are more pro-
nounced among the top 90th percentile of students studied, 
suggesting that gender-based gaps in gifted education may still 
be present (Robinson & Lubienski, 2011). Furthermore, given 
that two of the most common methods of identification have 
been linked to preferential identification of males (IQ tests and 
teacher recommendation), we have chosen to include gender 
in our analyses.

Pre-K Programs and School Readiness

There is considerable evidence that high-quality preschool 
or prekindergarten programs can elevate students’ school 
readiness skills which in turn make them more prepared to 
succeed in academic settings (Ansari et al., 2017; Auger 
et al., 2014; Gormley et al., 2008; Keys et al., 2013; Weiland 
& Yoshikawa, 2013; Winsler et al., 2008). School readiness, 
the idea that students have acquired the necessary skills 
prior to kindergarten to make a successful transition to pri-
mary school, is often measured through cognitive, language, 
motor, and behavioral skills (Reardon & Portilla, 2016). 
However, despite evidence that it can boost key readiness 
skills, access to high-quality preschool is not distributed 
evenly (Bassok, 2010). For students who have limited access 
to enriching home environments and materials that scaffold 
early school foundations, preschool can play a pivotal role 
in later student success. Indeed, one study that specifically 
examined Black boys (Winsler et al., 2013) found that 
attending public school pre-K programs (compared with 
center-based child care in the community) at age 4 increased 
the likelihood of boys receiving gifted identification by 5th 
grade by 41%, controlling for other demographic and child 
variables. Looking at the relationship between preschool 
type and gifted identification within the current diverse 
sample can highlight how opportunity gaps in a child’s first 
years may alter their achievement potential and, in turn, how 
increasing access to high-quality pre-K might increase 
opportunity for marginalized students.

English Language Learner (ELL) Status

The role of ELL status has not been widely explored in stud-
ies of gifted identification relative to other demographic 
variables. ELLs, linguistically and culturally diverse stu-
dents who speak a language other than English at home, are 
less likely to be identified as gifted (Shaunessy et al., 2007). 
Some students may be overlooked for gifted and talented 
programs if teachers and administrators believe that supreme 

command of English is a prerequisite (U.S. Department of 
Education, 1998). This underrepresentation could also result 
from the use of nonverbal tests as a way to identify nonnative 
English speakers. Though this is a commonly utilized option, 
Lohman et al. (2008) found that when using nonverbal tests, 
ELL students scored lower on the cognitive abilities test 
(CogAT) nonverbal (d = 0.58), the Naglieri nonverbal abil-
ity test (d = 0.59), and the Raven Standard Progressive 
Matrices (d = 0.52) than their native English-speaking peers. 
Outside of the literature around testing, ELL status is not 
commonly included in explorations of gifted identification. 
We add to the literature by examining the extent to which 
ELL status is related to gifted identification.

The Current Study

The current study identifies multiple child-level factors asso-
ciated with student gifted educational placement in elemen-
tary school (K-G5). These factors include commonly 
explored demographic variables associated with gifted iden-
tification, such as SES, race/ethnicity, and gender, along with 
less commonly explored early child and schooling factors 
like ELL status, school readiness skills, and preschool type. 
Many school systems use one or more school readiness 
assessments on entry to kindergarten. Little is known about 
how children’s performance on such early administrative 
readiness assessments are related to later gifted identifica-
tion. We examine the extent to which such early assessments 
(and state-wide assessments given in later grades) are useful 
in potential identification of student gifted status or as an 
opportunity for intervention. The inclusion of each of these 
factors together allows for a unique look at what characteris-
tics and skills are related to increased odds of gifted identifi-
cation and presents an opportunity for better understanding 
and intervening on behalf of those traditionally underrepre-
sented in gifted programming. This study responds to calls 
for more prospective longitudinal studies on the many pre-
dictors of children’s entry into gifted programs and the 
capacity to include students who may be “off track” in their 
academic trajectory due to being retained or to skipping a 
grade (Winsler et al., 2013).

The following research questions are addressed:

Research Question 1: What proportion of our sample of 
ethnically diverse children from low-income homes is 
identified for gifted educational programs, and when do 
they get identified?
Research Question 2: What are the child (ethnicity, gen-
der, cognitive, language, motor, social and behavioral 
skills in preschool, ELL status, and early elementary 
school performance) and school (preschool type—center-
based, family child care, public school pre-K) predictors 
of entry in gifted education programs, and are differences 
in the odds of gifted identification for students of different 
ethnic backgrounds still present after controlling for 
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poverty status and children’s school readiness and early 
academic performance?
Research Question 3: Do key predictors interact to influ-
ence the odds of gifted identification?

Given the widely documented national disparities in 
gifted identification, we expected to see a higher proportion 
of White/Asian students being identified for gifted services 
than Latinx or Black students. We also expected to see fac-
tors such as early school readiness skills and social emotional 
skills relating to increased odds of gifted enrollment for all 
students based on their relationship to improved academic 
outcomes in the general population (Davies et al., 2016; 
Quirk et al., 2013). Finally, given the interwoven nature of 
wealth, race, and opportunity in the United States (Goings & 
Ford, 2017), we expected to see numerous key factors inter-
acting to predict odds of gifted identification.

Method

Participants

Participants included 39,213 students who attended either a 
public school pre-K program or community-based child care 
with the assistance of subsidies at age 4 in the years 2002 to 
2006 and then continued in the academic years 2003 to 2013 
in a large urban school district in the southeastern United 
States. To be included in this study, students must have 
appeared in the public school system and had data for at least 
1 year in kindergarten through Grade 5. During their pre-K 
year, 60.6% of the children attended a public school pre-K 
program (70.1% at a Title 1, high-poverty school where the 
pre-K program was free, and 29.9% who paid a fee for public 
school pre-K), and the other 30.5% received subsidies for 
low-income families to attend center-based or family-based 
child care in the community.

Parents identified the ethnicity/race of the children as 
Black (n = 14,145, 36.1%), Latinx (n = 23,059, 58.8%), or 
White/Asian/other (n = 2,905, 7.4%) according to school 
records.2 A slight majority were males (n = 20,973, 53.5%). 
The majority of the children lived in poverty or near poverty, 
indicated by their qualification for free or reduced-price lunch 
(FRL) in kindergarten (n = 28,311, 72.2%). Furthermore, 
53.2% (n = 20,870) of the students were ELLs on the basis of 
a non-English language reportedly being used at home at 
school entry. A small number of students skipped a grade 
sometime in elementary school (n = 190, 0.5%), and some 
students were retained (repeated a grade) in elementary 
school (n = 5,849, 14.9%).

The larger university–community partnership project, 
from where the data come and through which the sample was 
originally recruited, involves children who attended three 
types of preschool experiences at age 4—those who received 
subsidies for low-income families to attend community-
based child care in the form of either family child care 

programs or center-based care and those who attended public 
school pre-K programs. Family child care represents those 
who were cared for by a nonrelative in the caretaker’s home. 
In contrast, center-based care involved children attending 
nonprofit or for-profit child care centers in the community, 
sometimes affiliated with a church. More than 90% of the 
subsidy recipients included in the study attended center-
based care. Finally, public school pre-K programs were half-
day programs run by the local public school system on 
elementary school sites that are more regulated and tend to 
show more consistent quality standards than community-
based child care.

It is important to note that ours is a research-based sub-
sample that does not include all children in the school dis-
trict, and indeed is not even intended to represent the school 
district. The sample only includes children who either 
attended public school pre-K or received subsidies for low-
income families to attend child care at age 4 and who agreed 
to be in the longitudinal study. Thus, the results reported here 
do not mean that the same is true for the entire school district. 
It is worth noting that the participating school system has 
worked diligently to be inclusive in their identification of 
students for giftedness and advanced academics and the dis-
trict has won multiple awards for increasing access to gifted 
and advanced academic programs for children in poverty, 
children of color, and ELLs. The current research documents 
factors prospectively associated with gifted identification in 
a school district that is outperforming national and statewide 
norms for the gifted identification of underrepresented stu-
dents and has potential to provide additional ideas and oppor-
tunities for growth in other school districts.

Due to the cohort-sequential nature of the longitudinal 
project (five academic year cohorts of 4-year-olds followed 
over time), all cohorts who were on time or retained once 
they had reached Grade 5 by the end of data collection (2013) 
except for those in the last cohort if they were retained. 
Attrition over the years (students who left the school district 
altogether—because students who moved schools within the 
district were still tracked) was roughly 10% per year. 
Although the data are nested (children within schools), intra-
class correlations show that less than 4% of the variance in 
gifted placement was due to the school attended. Given this, 
multilevel models were not used (Woltman et al., 2012).

Measures

Gifted Status. The central dependent measure in this study 
was whether a child had gifted status as their primary excep-
tionality at any point in elementary school, indicating that 
the student was eligible to receive gifted educational services 
as their primary exceptionality. The exceptionality codes 
were provided by administrative data given by the district 
each year. Students with dual exceptionalities that may have 
had gifted as their secondary exceptionality are not identified 
in this data set.
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Within the current district, students who demonstrate 
advanced achievement in coursework, test scores, creative 
abilities, or who receive teacher nominations receive gifted 
identification testing. This falls in the nomination phase of 
the identification process. From there, students who are 
nominated move into the screening process. Within this pro-
cess, there are two possible pathways to gifted identification. 
The general procedure requires students meet multiple gifted 
characteristics according to a standard scale/checklist and 
obtain an IQ score of 130 or higher. However, for students 
targeted by the district to increase inclusivity in gifted educa-
tion, a separate set of procedures exists. To qualify for the 
district’s Plan B identification, the student must demonstrate 
limited English proficiency or come from a family of low-
economic status (as determined by FRL status). For students 
who qualify for plan B identification, a point system that 
takes information from the gifted characteristics checklist, 
academic achievement test data, IQ scores, and the Williams 
creativity scale is used to determine whether a student meets 
the threshold to receive gifted services.

A single, master, ever-gifted variable was created to indi-
cate if a student was ever identified as gifted for their pri-
mary exceptionality based off of the dichotomous gifted 
variables for each grade (K-G5). A variable was also created 
that tracked when the child was first identified as gifted. 
Here, each gifted student had a single rating of a 1 through 6, 
where 1 means they were identified in kindergarten and a 6 
means that a student was identified in Grade 5.

School Readiness Assessments. At age 4, during pre-K, chil-
dren were individually assessed for school readiness with the 
Learning Accomplishment Profile–Diagnostic (LAP-D; 
Nehring et al., 1992) and the Devereux Early Childhood 
Assessment (DECA; LeBuffe & Naglieri, 1999). The LAP-D 
is a standardized, norm-referenced direct assessment of chil-
dren’s cognitive, language, fine and gross motor skills and 
was administered in the child’s strongest language (English 
or Spanish) by well-trained bilingual assessors. The reliabil-
ity for the LAP-D ranges from .92 to .95 within this ethni-
cally diverse sample and did not vary as a function of 
language of assessment (Winsler et al., 2008). Content and 
construct validity coefficients ranged from .64 to .86 with the 
Battelle Developmental Inventory (Newborg et al., 1984). 
The validity of the LAP-D for diverse populations is also 
supported by the developers (Nehring et al., 1992).

The DECA measures children’s socioemotional skills and 
behavior by teacher and parent report in either Spanish or 
English (adult choice—about 35% completed in Spanish). 
The initiative, self-control, and attachment subscales create a 
total protective factors score with larger numbers showing 
greater strengths. The DECA behavior concerns scale was 
also used, with lower ratings indicating fewer behavior prob-
lems. Reliability within this ethnically diverse sample for 
teacher-reported total social skills was .94 and for behavior 
concerns it was .81 (Winsler et al., 2013). Parent-reported 

internal consistency reliability for social skills was .91 and 
.72 for behavioral concerns (Winsler et al., 2013). Internal 
and external validity was supported by the instrument authors 
and others (LeBuffe & Naglieri, 1999; Lien & Carlson, 
2009). The DECA includes 37 items rated on a Likert-type 
scale assessing the frequency with which behaviors are 
enacted. Example items include “keeps trying when unsuc-
cessful” and “fights with other children.” Thus, these pre-K 
measures appear to be appropriate and linguistically and cul-
turally responsible measures that provide reliable scores that 
allow for valid inferences for this diverse sample (Brinkman 
et al., 2007; Crane et al., 2011; Lien & Carlson, 2009).

Early Elementary School Performance. Early elementary school 
performance was assessed in kindergarten by the school dis-
trict between the 2002 and 2006 school years via the Early 
Screening Inventory–Kindergarten (ESI-K; Meisels et al., 
1997), the State-wide Kindergarten Readiness Screener (Har-
court Assessment, 2006), and the Early Childhood Observa-
tion System (Pearson Education, 2005). Emergent English 
literacy skills are assessed in K with two subscales from the 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; 
Good & Kaminski, 2003). The district changed the kindergar-
ten readiness assessments used over the years with the intent 
of enhancing screening for children’s readiness for kindergar-
ten. Thus, the changing assessments administered to various 
cohorts affects the sample size reported for each assessment.

The ESI-K (used during the 2003/2004 to 2005/2006 
years) measured children’s visual-motor, language, cogni-
tion, and gross motor skills and was selected by the school 
system due to its high-reliability of identifying children who 
are deemed at-risk (α = .89; Meisels et al., 1997). In addi-
tion to a continuous performance score, the ESI-K classifies 
children’s kindergarten readiness into one of three catego-
ries: (a) “not ready,” where the children may be at risk for 
delay; (b) “getting ready,” where the scores are inconclusive; 
and (c) “ready now,” where the children appear to be devel-
oping normally for their age group.

The DIBELS was used to measure children’s emergent 
English literacy during the 2004/2005 to 2007/2008 aca-
demic years. Specifically, the district used two subscales to 
assess children in cohort B-E’s alphabet recognition (Letter 
Naming Fluency), where children were asked to identify 
lower- and upper-case letters, and sound recognition (Initial 
Sound Fluency), where children were asked to identify the 
beginning sound of an orally presented word. The DIBELS 
provides a standardized score. The DIBELS subscales have 
demonstrated adequate reliability among minority and non-
English-speaking children (Goffreda & DiPerna, 2010).

The school district also administered the Work Sampling 
System during the 2002-2003 kindergarten school year, as a 
social–behavioral screener (α = .84-.95; Meisels et al., 
1995). Teachers provided ratings of children’s performance 
across five domains of school readiness (social skills, lan-
guage/literacy, mathematics, arts/fine motor, and physical 
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development/health), and children were measured on a con-
tinuous scale.

The Early Childhood Observation System is an observa-
tional assessment measuring children’s literacy, mathemat-
ics, social skills, science/social studies, physical development 
and fitness, and creative arts administered in the 2006/2007 
and 2007/2008 academic years. Teachers assign children one 
of three ratings: (a) “not yet demonstrating,” where the child 
was not ready for kindergarten; (b) “emerging/progressing”; 
and (c) “consistently demonstrating.”

Elementary School Grades. End-of-the-year academic grades 
were collected for all subject areas. In kindergarten, grades 
of “Excellent” were scored a 3, “Satisfactory” a 2, and “Not 
Satisfactory” a 1. Eleven subjects including language devel-
opment, prereading, math, science, and music were averaged 
to one measure of kindergarten grades. Grades 1 through 5 
use letter grades in similar academic subjects, converted into 
numbers (A = 5, B = 4, C = 3, D = 2, F = 1) and averaged 
across subject areas.

Standardized Tests. Children in Grades 2 through 5 for some 
cohorts were also assessed by the school district in math and 
reading via the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-10; Har-
court Brace, 2003), which is a standardized measure of read-
ing comprehension. This untimed, multiple choice test 
measures the understanding, interpretation, critical analysis, 
and awareness and use of reading strategies in response to 
reading literary and informational text. Reliability was estab-
lished for the SAT-10 on a nationally representative sample 
of children at .88, and validity was also established with 
other standardized assessments (Harcourt Brace, 2003). A 
high-stakes state comprehensive achievement test is given in 
third through fifth grade and measures math and reading on a 
continuous scale (ranging from 100 to 500). Though also 
used to measure compliance with state benchmarks, the test 
is high-stakes in nature, meaning that failure of the reading 
portion of the test in 3rd grade is supposed to result in reten-
tion. The assessment has an internal consistency ranging 
from .88 to .92. Criterion-related validity coefficients were r 
= .79 for the math subtest and r = .71 for the reading subtest 
(Human Resources Research Organization & Harcourt 
Assessment, 2007).

ELL and Poverty Status. If parents answer “yes” on kinder-
garten entrance to questions about a non-English language 
predominantly used at home, then the child is considered by 
the district as an ELL and is placed into one of five levels 
(Level 1 for beginners, Level 5 for fully proficient in Eng-
lish) according to an oral English proficiency test. Students 
who are not considered proficient in English are required to 
take ESOL classes until their English proficiency is at a 
Level 5.

Poverty status was indicated by whether the child quali-
fied for FRL in first grade. Though FRL receipt is a proxy for 

poverty using large categories, recent research has found it 
captures information beyond that of household income 
(Domina et al., 2018).

Results

Gifted Placement

The first descriptive, preliminary question was as follows: 
What proportion of low-income, ethnically diverse children 
in our sample are identified for gifted educational programs, 
and when do they get identified? Though this question has 
been answered in work by others, it is an essential first step 
in answering our subsequent questions because it provides 
context for how often students within this sample are being 
identified overall. Within our diverse sample from largely 
low-income backgrounds, there were 5,752 students (or 
14.2%) identified as “gifted” at some point in elementary 
school (K-G5). This is markedly higher than the national 
finding that 9.57% of students are identified as gifted (among 
the roughly 58% of schools who identified any students for 
gifted services in 2015-2016), likely reflecting extensive 
policies put in place by the district (Gentry et al., 2019). Of 
those identified as gifted in our sample, 839 (14.6%) were 
White/Asian, 3,414 (59.4%) were Latinx, and 1,467 (25.5%) 
were Black. The overall racial breakdown of all students in 
our sample was 7% White/Asian, 59% Latinx, and 36% 
Black.

As for timing of identification, the majority of students 
were identified by second grade—9% were identified in kin-
dergarten, 32% were identified in first grade, and 26% were 
identified in second grade, totaling 67% of the entire gifted 
group, with the remaining 33% being identified in Grades 3 
through 5. A two-way analysis of variance revealed that stu-
dents were identified for gifted on average at slightly differ-
ent times based on ethnicity, F(2, 5,717) = 32.4, p < .001. 
Tukey HSD (honestly significant difference) post hoc tests 
revealed that White/Asian students were identified 0.37 
grades (a third of a year) earlier than Black students and 0.14 
grades earlier than Latinx students on average (p < .001 and 
p < .05, respectively). Black students were identified 0.23 
grades later than Latinx students on average (p < .001).

Predictors of Identification

Research Question 2 asked what factors were significantly 
related to gifted identification. Unadjusted, bivariate analyses 
were conducted to examine how those identified as gifted dif-
fered from those not identified. T tests revealed that those 
who were identified as gifted were rated higher on measures 
of school readiness in preschool, performed better on mea-
sures of kindergarten performance, and scored higher on ele-
mentary school standardized tests. Chi-square analyses 
showed that gifted identification varied significantly based on 
ethnicity (favoring White/Asian), gender (favoring females), 
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poverty (favoring those not in poverty), and ELL status 
(favoring ELLs). Complete tabled results from the bivariate 
analyses can be accessed in the online supplementary materi-
als (Tables A1 and A2).

Although the bivariate findings aforementioned show 
interesting relationships between each of the independent 
variables and gifted identification, multivariate analyses are 
required to understand the effect of each factor accounting 
for the other variables. The multivariate analyses reported 
below look at the unique predictive effects of each predictor 
on gifted identification while controlling for the other vari-
ables. Each of the predictor variables was entered into a mul-
tivariate logistic regression analysis to see when all predictors 
are included, which have unique and combined predictive 
effects on later gifted identification.

Table 1 reports the results of the three-step, informative 
hierarchical, logistic regression model predicting ever-gifted 
status. The ORs reported in this section convey the effect a 
predictor has on the odds of gifted identification (greater 

than 1 indicates greater odds, less than 1 indicates fewer 
odds) controlling for the other variables entered in the rele-
vant step. The first step includes demographic information 
only, the second step includes children’s school readiness 
scores at age 4, and the third step takes into account kinder-
garten grade-point average (GPA) as an early preidentifica-
tion predictor of gifted identification. Entering the data in this 
order allows us to examine how the influence of demographic 
variables changes as other variables are included. The main 
model of interest is Model/Step 3 (the right most column of 
Table 1) with all predictors included, χ2(1) = 464.195, 
p < .001). Question 2 also asked if ethnicity would still pre-
dict gifted placement after controlling for poverty status and 
child academic competence. The significant estimates for 
ethnicity from Step 3 show that indeed, even after income, 
child school readiness, and early child performance in school 
are factored in, Black students were still less likely to be 
identified as gifted, as is seen around the nation. White/Asian 
students had nearly double the odds of being identified as 

Table 1. Hierarchical Logistic Regression Predicting Gifted Placement for All Students by Categorical Background Variables in Step 1, 
School Readiness Assessments in Step 2, and Kindergarten GPA in Step 3.

Variable/step

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Odds ratio SE(Β) Odds ratio SE(Β) Odds Ratio SE(Β)

Background variables
 ELL status 0.864* 0.061 1.094 0.065 1.144* 0.067
 Free/reduced-price lunch 0.595*** 0.055 0.830** 0.060 0.939 0.062
 Gender (male) 0.796*** 0.046 1.088 0.051 1.175** 0.053
Ethnicity
 White-Asian/Black 2.745*** 0.085 2.068*** 0.092 1.942*** 0.094
 Latinx/Black 1.615*** 0.069 1.428*** 0.073 1.314*** 0.075
 Latinx/White-Asian 0.588*** 0.081 0.690*** 0.087 0.677*** 0.090
Preschool type
 Center-based care/public school 0.510*** 0.057 0.927 0.064 0.861* 0.065
 Family-based care/public school 0.607 0.325 1.076 0.343 1.040 0.349
School readiness at age 4
 Cognitive 1.019*** 0.001 1.016*** 0.001
 Language 1.014*** 0.001 1.014*** 0.001
 Fine motor 1.007*** 0.001 1.006*** 0.001
 Gross motor 0.993*** 0.001 0.994*** 0.001
 Social skills (teacher TPF) 1.003** 0.001 1.002 0.001
 Social skills (teacher BC) 0.993*** 0.001 0.995*** 0.001
Kindergarten predictors
 GPA in K 4.314*** 0.070
Moderation effectsa

 Pre-K type by ethnicity (Latinx/Black) 1.462** 0.132
 Cognitive skills by poverty 0.993** 0.002
 Ethnicity by poverty (White-Asian/Black) 2.222** 0.234
 Ethnicity by poverty (Latinx/Black) 1.582** 0.179

Note. Statistically significant findings are bolded. Nagelkerke R2 = .078, .244, and .291 for Steps 1, 2, and 3, respectively. GPA = grade-point average; 
TPF = Devereux Early Childhood Assessment total protective factors percentile score; BC = Devereux Early Childhood Assessment behavioral 
concerns percentile score.
aInteraction coefficients are from subsequent independent models, while main effects are from the Step 3 model discussed in text; only significant 
interactions are included in the table.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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gifted compared with Black students, and Latinx students 
were 30% more likely to be identified than Black students. 
Poverty was unrelated to gifted identification with child 
school performance already in the model. Importantly, pre-
school type remained significant—those who went to center-
based child care in the community at age 4 had almost 15% 
lower odds of getting into gifted education compared to 
those who went to public school pre-K programs.

In Step 1 of the model, ELL status has a significant effect 
such that students identified as ELL were significantly less 
likely to be identified as gifted. However, the effect goes 
away in the move to Step 2, and actually reverses in Step 3. 
Thus, when controlling for school readiness and prior aca-
demic competence, ELL students had higher odds of being 
identified as gifted. This suggests that being an ELL initially 
reduces the odds of being identified as gifted; however, those 
ELL students who test well, or have high prior academic 
competence, are more likely to be identified than similarly 
able non-ELL peers. This suggests that the district’s policies 
for targeting the identification of ELL students are effective 
and that highly qualified ELLs are finding access to appro-
priate services in this district. It is also possible that as ELL 
students get older, their English proficiency increases, result-
ing in easier identification, mirrored in our results as each 
step adds factors later down the academic timeline.

Most of the child competence variables (school readiness 
on school entry and GPA in kindergarten) were significant 
predictors of later entering the gifted program. The LAP-D 
subscales of cognitive (OR = 1.02), language (OR = 1.01), 
and fine motor (OR = 1.01) remained positive predictors of 
gifted identification. A 1-percentile point increase on cogni-
tive skills, for example, was associated with a 1.6% increase 
in the odds of getting into the gifted program. Thus, for an 
arbitrary but meaningful example of the size of this effect, a 
25-percentile point difference (comparing a student at the 
75th vs. the 50th percentile) is associated with a 37.5% (25 × 
1.6) increase in the odds of gifted identification. Interestingly, 
better gross motor skills at age 4 were linked with a slightly 
lower chance (0.6% odds) of gifted identification. The DECA 
preschool teacher report of children’s behavior problems was 
a significant negative predictor, and preschool teacher report 
of social skills was not related to later identification. As to be 
expected, actual performance in their first year of school as 
indicated by kindergarten GPA was the strongest predictor of 
gifted identification—for every 1-point increase in GPA, for 
example, moving from “satisfactory” to “Excellent,” a stu-
dent increases their odds of being identified as gifted later on 
in elementary school by more than 300%.

Gender tells an interesting story moving from Step 1 to 
Step 2 to Step 3. When only basic demographic variables are 
included (Step 1), males are 21% less likely to be identified 
as gifted. When one factors in child readiness skills in Step 2, 
gender is no longer significant, suggesting that the reason 
why boys were less likely to be identified as gifted is because 
they show up to school with poorer school readiness skills 

relative to girls (on average). In Step 3, however, when chil-
dren’s actual academic performance in kindergarten is known 
and entered into the model, boys are 18% more likely to be 
identified as gifted. This means that controlling for academic 
performance in school (i.e., looking only within the highly 
competent students), males are overidentified in gifted pro-
grams, at least in in our sample of predominantly low-income 
students who attended certain types of preschool at age 4. It 
is also possible that this finding is reflective of boys’ ten-
dency to lag behind girls developmentally during the pre-
school years but to catch up during elementary school 
(Toivainen et al., 2017).

Moderation Effects

Research Question 3 asked as follows: Do key predictors 
interact to influence the odds of gifted identification? 
Interactions terms were created and a series of follow up 
exploratory analyses was run where an individual interaction 
term was added onto the existing three-step model. Ethnicity 
and poverty were interacted with school-entry cognitive 
skills, pre-K type, and social skills and behavioral concerns. 
In addition, gender was interacted with pre-K type.

Pre-K Type. Pre-K type was regrouped into a two-level vari-
able with one group encompassing all subsidized community-
based care (family- and center-based), while the other group 
included public school pre-K. As a reminder, attending com-
munity-based care was associated with a decrease in the odds 
of gifted identification in Step 3 of the main model. This 
effect did not vary systematically by gender or by poverty 
status, but there was a significant interaction for ethnicity. 
Attending public school pre-K (rather than community-based 
child care) was more important for Latinx students than it was 
for Black students in terms of increasing the odds of later 
placement (OR = 1.46, p < .01).

School Readiness Skills. Cognitive skills at school entry were 
related to an increase in the odds of gifted identification in 
the main model. This did not vary by ethnicity but did vary 
by poverty status (OR = 0.993, p < .01). In essence, the 
relationship between cognitive skills at school entry and the 
odds of gifted identification is stronger for those not in pov-
erty. The impact of social and behavioral skills on gifted 
identification was not significantly moderated by ethnic 
group or poverty status.

Poverty. Finally, ethnicity and poverty status interacted such 
that not being in poverty increased the odds of gifted identi-
fication for Latinx and White/Asian students but not for 
Black students (OR = 2.222, p < .01 for the Black vs. White/
Asian comparison; OR = 1.582, p < .05 for the Black vs. 
Latinx comparison).

To aid with interpretation of the moderation effects, and 
to demonstrate overall patterns of difference, each racial and 
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gender group was also analyzed separately. Tables A3, A4, 
A5, and A6 (available in online supplementary materials) 
summarize these results of the same models reported in 
Table 1, but separately by ethnic and gender groups, high-
lighting results that differed from the overall model.

Overall, the pattern of significant findings for each sub-
group was very similar to all gifted students—being male, 
going to public school pre-K, and having higher scores on 
the school readiness assessments and kindergarten GPA were 
all positively associated with getting into gifted programs in 
elementary school. For Latinx students, ELL status was not 
significant when accounting for school readiness and kinder-
garten GPA. This is a deviation from the sample as a whole. 
Furthermore, for Latinx students, gender only becomes rele-
vant once school readiness variables are entered into the 
model (OR = 1.17). Unlike with the full sample, where 
males were less likely to receive gifted status when school 
readiness variables were accounted for, Latinx males were 
actually more likely to receive gifted status than females.

Interestingly for our exclusively Black subsample, gender 
(favoring females) was only significant before school readi-
ness and kindergarten GPA were included. Once these fac-
tors were included in analysis, gender was no longer a 
significant predictor. In addition, attending public school 
pre-K was not significantly related to an increase in the odds 
of receiving gifted status for Black students. School readi-
ness and kindergarten GPA were still associated with gifted 
identification for Black students.

The pattern of results for males was the same as for the 
entire sample except preschool type no longer mattered 
for gifted identification for boys (preschool type remained 
meaningful for girls). The only notable variation that 
occurred was that for the whole sample, Latinx children 
were 30% more likely to have gifted status than Black stu-
dents (OR = 1.31), whereas for just the males, Latinx chil-
dren were 45% more likely receive gifted status than Black 
students (OR = 1.45). The pattern of results for females was 
exactly the same as that for the entire sample.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to identify and understand predic-
tors of being identified as gifted in an ethnically diverse 
sample of elementary school students from low socioeco-
nomic homes. This study adds to the body of literature that 
shows that some students are more likely to be identified as 
gifted based on their race or ethnicity, as well as ELL status. 
This study also adds another set of predictors that has not 
been looked at in-depth—children’s school readiness skills 
at age 4 and pre-K type—and it includes a large group of 
Latinx students.

The percentage of students who were identified as gifted 
in this ethnically diverse sample from low-income homes 
was 14.2%. This is much higher than the state level of 4.7% 
(NCES, 2011) and slightly higher than district levels, where, 

as a whole, 12.3% of the population of school children are 
served by gifted programs. The number of students identified 
in this sample is noticeably larger than state levels. Two rea-
sons this might be are that this school district is a large, 
urban, advanced school system with more resources to han-
dle more gifted students and the fact that many dedicated and 
award-winning programs and policies have been imple-
mented to address this issue directly. Another reason for the 
difference may be that the district had a recent boom in gifted 
identification. The gifted population increased by more than 
50% from 2003 to 2013 because school administrators and 
the school board were concerned with getting more (and 
more diverse) students into gifted programs. Another reason 
there are more students identified in our study compared 
with other sources may be due to the definition of services 
that this study employed. In this study, students who were 
ever identified as gifted as a primary exceptionality were the 
focus, but other studies and reports may have utilized other 
definitions that may be concerned with students who receive 
specifically full-time gifted services.

It is also important to point out that ours is only a sub-
sample of the school district. Our sample involves only chil-
dren who attended public school pre-K or received child care 
subsidies to attend community-based child care at age 4. It is 
interesting that the percent identified in our sample is slightly 
higher than overall school–district figures for gifted identifi-
cation. As discussed more below, this could be due to the 
effect of attending high-quality preschool programs, but it 
could also indicate that families who choose to enroll their 
children in preschool or pre-K at age 4 are more likely to 
pursue gifted identification later on than those who do not 
attend such programs or that they have more knowledge 
about educational processes and advocacy in general.

This study shows that the national issue of the underrep-
resentation of Black students in gifted and talented education 
(Peters et al., 2019) is persistent even in the face of numerous 
policies and programs that attempt to address it head on (as 
employed in the included district). Students who identified 
as White/Asian were identified at a rate of 28.8%, while 
Latinx students were identified at 14.8% and Black students 
at only 10.3%, revealing discrepancies in identification even 
among an ethnically diverse (non-White majority) sample 
from low-income homes. The fact that even after controlling 
for early school performance, school-entry readiness skills, 
and poverty status, ethnic differences in identification were 
still present suggest that more work is needed to understand 
the selection factors in play. Our measure of poverty (FRL 
status) was quite limited. It is possible that Black families in 
our sample experience greater risk factors, stressors, and 
fewer opportunities that limit early academic excellence 
even within the same lunch status category (Reardon et al., 
2015). Indeed, there have been recent calls for a stronger 
research focus on poverty in gifted identification and more 
careful discussion of how poverty and ethnicity intersect 
(Goings & Ford, 2017; Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 
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2017). Our finding that poverty status (as measured by FRL 
status) mattered more for gifted identification for White/
Asian and Latino students than it did for Black students also 
suggests that different and yet poorly understood factors are 
likely in play in terms of early gifted identification for some 
ethnic groups.

Similar to the findings of other work (Winsler et al., 
2013), the type of preschool that students attended was a sig-
nificant predictor of later gifted identification. Specifically, 
attending public school pre-K was related to increased odds 
of later gifted identification. This remained true in the full 
model in which school readiness skills and kindergarten 
achievement were included. Although this study is correla-
tional and does not suggest causality (there may be selection 
bias affecting the results), it does seem reasonable based on 
these results, that attending public school pre-K provides 
important benefits that may enable students to be identified 
as gifted later on. This is likely due to the general quality 
associated with public school pre-K, which has regulated 
quality mandates like standard curricula and teacher training 
(Conger et al., 2019). This also illustrates the idea that early 
differences in access to academic enrichment may have long-
term effects on students. In this case, we draw attention to the 
fact that increased access to and quality of preschool could 
be a powerful tool in closing the achievement gap (Magnuson 
et al., 2007). Interestingly, we found that the effect of public 
school pre-K on gifted identification was stronger for Latinx 
students than it was for Black students.

In terms of school readiness skills and gifted identifica-
tion, students who started kindergarten with greater readi-
ness skills and fewer behavior problems were more likely 
to be identified as gifted, even controlling for background 
variables. School entry behavior concerns being negatively 
associated with later gifted identification is consistent with 
work showing that teachers tend to have the view/stereo-
type that gifted students do not tend to show behavior 
problems in the classroom (Carman, 2011). This stereo-
typical idea of the gifted student may also relate to why 
gross motor skill was negatively associated with the odds 
of identification.

Of course, school readiness varies systematically by 
background variables like wealth (Hair et al., 2006). The 
individual contribution of school readiness above and beyond 
demographic factors suggests that boosting school readiness 
could be a viable way to improve the odds of gifted identifi-
cation for students. This could be done by targeting execu-
tive function (Fitzpatrick et al., 2014) or by increasing access 
to high-quality preschool (Yoshikawa et al., 2013). However, 
our interaction results suggest that this may not be enough 
for students in poverty for whom the relationship between 
cognitive skills at school entry and the odds of gifted identi-
fication was weaker than for students not from low-income 
backgrounds. For students in poverty, who are more likely to 
encounter familial stress, poorer health, and less exposure to 
academic material (Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2017), 

additional support or more targeted intervention may be 
needed (Holliday et al., 2014).

Additionally, school readiness assessments given at age 4 
could be helpful in identifying giftedness later on and are 
likely currently untapped resources that could be used in 
some way. Although school readiness assessments would not 
be used as a formal identification measure, they could be 
potentially useful as a screener, especially in districts that 
cannot implement universal gifted screening. Utilizing a type 
of measure already being administered to many students 
across school districts may reduce bias relative to screening 
based only on teacher recommendation alone. It is well 
known that school readiness predicts later academic achieve-
ment (Davies et al., 2016; Quirk et al., 2013), and this study 
expands the knowledge that school readiness is an important 
predictor for later gifted identification in many ethnic groups.

GPA in kindergarten was also an important predictor and 
probably the most obvious. When a child performs above 
and beyond expectation in the classroom, it is important to 
consider referring that child for assessment. As such, it is 
unsurprising that this variable had the strongest relationship 
with gifted identification. It is important to note that school 
readiness skills (and some demographic factors) were 
strongly and significantly related to gifted identification 
above and beyond GPA, and vice versa. The finding that pre-
school type and school readiness are related to gifted identi-
fication fall directly in line with the idea that early support 
for learning leads to better academic outcomes. Our findings 
suggest that students with access to high-quality preschool 
and who get a boost of skills early on are more likely to be 
identified as gifted.

We also found that ELL students were more likely to be 
identified as gifted than native English-speaking students, 
which is contrary to findings by others (Shaunessy et al., 
2007; U.S. Department of Education, 1998). There are many 
reasons why ELLs could be more likely to be identified in this 
sample/district. One that stands out is the diversity of the city, 
presence of Latinos, and possibly the many Latinx teachers in 
the schools. Teachers who have experience with bilingual or 
multilingual students may be less likely to think of English as 
a prerequisite for gifted identification. In support of this 
explanation, Carman et al. (2018), whose sample demograph-
ics were very similar to those used here, found that ELL stu-
dents scored 0.6 standard age scores higher than non-ELL 
students on the CogAT7. Another possible reason for ELL 
students being identified at a higher rate is immigrant advan-
tage (Kao & Tienda, 1995), which is students who are born 
outside the United States or who have parents who are non-
U.S. natives outperforming native-born students (DeFeyter 
et al., 2020). It is likely that many of the ELL students in  
this sample were first- or second-generation immigrants. 
Furthermore, other samples likely include students who 
recently arrived to the United States in their estimates of ELL 
identification, whereas due to our sample recruitment proce-
dures at age 4, all of the ELLs included here were in the 
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United States before school began. Additionally, we only see 
this positive effect of ELL status after controlling for ethnic-
ity, SES, and academic competence. Perhaps then, in Step 3 
of our model, ELL status is representing bilingualism, which 
is known to be related to a myriad of positive academic and 
developmental outcomes (Byers-Heinlein et al., 2019; De 
Feyter & Winsler, 2009). It is likely directly related to the 
districts’ flexible identification procedures that have specific 
guidelines drawn for ELLs, suggesting that such procedures 
can be beneficial for increasing access to gifted programming 
for nonnative English speakers.

Gender in this study had interesting relations with identi-
fication. When only background variables were considered, 
males were 21% less likely to be identified than females. 
When adding in school readiness, gender was no longer a 
factor, which suggested the reason males were less likely to 
be identified is because they do indeed show up to school 
with lower school readiness, on average, compared with 
girls. But, when academic performance (kindergarten GPA) 
was considered, boys were 14% more likely to be identified 
than girls. This means that controlling for academic perfor-
mance in school (i.e., looking only within the highly compe-
tent students), males are somewhat overidentified in gifted 
programs within this sample. This is in line with Robinson 
and Lubienski (2011), who found the most pronounced evi-
dence of gender differences among the highest subset of 
achievers. Our finding could be related to the Bianco et al. 
(2011) results that show that teachers are less likely to refer 
female students for gifted educational programs than their 
male counterparts with the same descriptions. Once actual 
school readiness and performance are taken into account, 
males are more likely to be identified. Teachers may have 
gendered ideas about subject performance (Robinson & 
Lubienski, 2011), which may favor the identification of male 
students. Most school districts likely only report overall 
bivariate percentage of males and female students who are 
identified for gifted programs; however, our results suggest 
that perhaps a useful indicator that could be used in addition 
to that is one that controls for academic performance when 
examining potential gender gaps in identification.

For this study, poverty status was not related to gifted 
identification when controlling for other factors. It is possi-
ble that due to the nature of this largely low-income sample 
(80% qualified for FRL) there was not the full range of 
income to give this variable a chance to be important. The 
average income was around $20,000, so members of this 
population were not advantaged monetarily but many stu-
dents were still identified in contrast to previous research 
(Burney & Beilke, 2008; McBee, 2006). It is also possible 
that the effects of poverty status are tied to readiness at 
school entry, such that the effects of poverty status on gifted 
identification are masked by school readiness skills (Hair 
et al., 2006). This is supported by the significant role that 
poverty played in Step 1 of the regression model, which 
became nonsignificant once school readiness skills were 

included. Indeed, it is impressive that so many of our low-
income sample were identified as gifted, and this is likely 
due to significant efforts made in this community to increase 
access to gifted programming for students in poverty.

Within the school district, identification for ELL students 
and low-income students have been directly targeted through 
altered IQ cutoffs and a more holistic profile of student gift-
edness, rather than reliance on just IQ. We see the results of 
such programs in these findings where ELL students were 
actually more likely to be identified as gifted than similarly 
abled peers who were not ELLs. In addition, we see that 
before GPA and readiness are in the model, that students 
from low-income households were less likely to be identi-
fied, but once these cognitive measures are added, there is no 
longer a statistically significant difference in this identifica-
tion. This suggests that much of the existing income gap in 
gifted identification could be based on differences in early 
opportunities to learn, as these are affecting children’s scores 
and grades when they reach school. Additionally, this sug-
gests that policies that accept alternate or flexible admissions 
criteria for gifted services for students from low socioeco-
nomic backgrounds can be an instrumental step in finding 
highly qualified students despite their early restricted oppor-
tunities. This district has made huge strides in identification 
and inclusion; however, systemic opportunity gaps may still 
be contributing to disparities in gifted identification.

Implications

The findings from this study provide insights that can be 
helpful for school efforts to reduce disparities in identifying 
students for gifted and talented education. School readiness 
skills at age 4 are important predictors that are likely not 
being fully taken advantage of for identification, which is 
consistent with research suggesting that wider screening 
methods help reduce the achievement gap (Card & Giuliano, 
2016). This is especially relevant when considering how dif-
ferences in opportunity to learn can be linked to differing 
standardized test scores. Better utilizing these other predic-
tors to find students who could thrive with these additional 
services could open the door for many exceptional minority 
students. Furthermore, the findings of this study highlight 
important facts that illuminate the existing biases in the edu-
cation system, such as White/Asian students having nearly 
double the odds of being classified as gifted as Black stu-
dents, even in a district being as proactive as this one, and 
that supports for gifted identification like attending public 
school pre-K appear to have less of a relationship with iden-
tification for Black students.

This ethnically and linguistically diverse sample allows 
for a new perspective of identification for minority students 
when they are the statistical majority instead of comparing 
them with a majority White sample (Erwin & Worrell, 2012; 
Ford & Harris, 1994; Ford & Moore, 2013; Winsler et al., 
2013). Regardless of the methods used to identify students 
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from any background, it is important that teachers and admin-
istrators be trained on those identification criteria and under-
stand how gifted children learn and function (Jackson, 2013).

Future Directions and Limitations

Although this study employed a large data set that follows 
children over their elementary school careers, it is important 
to note some limitations and future directions that should be 
taken to further understand gifted and talented identification 
of students and their trajectories. One limitation is the lack of 
qualitative data that could be used to understand why fami-
lies choose to (or not) take part in gifted and talented educa-
tion for their student and either have their student continue or 
leave gifted programs. Similarly, students who are twice-
exceptional need to be researched more carefully to under-
stand how other exceptionalities may impact gifted 
identification. In our case, we only had information on one 
primary exceptionality each year. That eliminates important 
information about students who are gifted and have some 
other exceptionality that may dictate their individualized 
education plan and course selection. Future research would 
be necessary to better understand the experiences and choices 
of these students. Additionally, students who did not attend 
preschool are not included in the sample so comparisons can 
only be made across preschool type not between attenders 
and nonattenders. The sample used in this study was pre-
dominately of low SES so results may not generalize to other 
communities and samples where families are not at this level 
of poverty. Finally, this study is correlational in nature, and 
thus causation and directionality cannot be determined.

This article expands the research on predictors of gifted 
and talented identification on a large sample of predomi-
nantly highly ethnically and linguistically diverse sample 
from low-income homes from a large, urban community. 
Results provide a look at the child- and school-level predic-
tors of eventual gifted and talented placement. This article is 
a call to action for researchers and administrators to continue 
to critically examine who gets into gifted and talented pro-
grams and how we can help even the playing field for stu-
dents of all races and genders. Additional research, both 
longitudinal and qualitative, are needed to understand the 
experiences of students who are identified as gifted and what 
their academic trajectory looks like nationally to continue 
providing the proper services to gifted children.
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Notes

1. It should be noted that some argue that comparing propor-
tional representation of ethnic groups in gifted programs with 
that of the population is inappropriate and that instead one 
should compare with the proportion of students of different 
racial groups who demonstrate outstanding talent/achievement 
as measured by NAEP (National Assessment for Educational 
Progress) achievement levels or similar standardized assess-
ments (Worrell & Dixson, 2018). We believe, however, it is still 
useful to compare with population proportions because it is the 
same set of opportunity gaps and inequalities that contribute 
to both representational disparities in learning/achievement and 
in gifted identification, especially given that the very histori-
cal definition of giftedness itself (IQ scores) privileges certain 
groups over others (Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2017).

2. The combined White/Asian/Other group (with most of the 
non-White group being Asian) was necessary due to the 
extremely low numbers for any group other than Latinx and 
Black. Though White and Asian students are different and 
worthy of separate analyses, this was not possible with the cell 
sizes. As both groups are consistently highly identified within 
gifted and talented programs, we analyzed them together 
as the more traditionally represented racial groups in gifted 
programs. Given that less than 1% identified as “other,” this 
group will be referred to as White/Asian throughout the article. 
Children who had both Latinx and Black selected were classi-
fied as Black.
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